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ABSTRACT 



This report evaluates how effectively four federally funded 
bilingual education block grant programs- -Program Development and 
Implementation Grants, Program Enhancement Projects, Comprehensive School 
Grants, Systemwide Improvement Grants- -used $163 million in fiscal year 2000 
to serve children with limited English proficiency (LEP) . There are four 
principle research questions: (1) How similar are the performance goals and 

measures, eligibility criteria, and allowable services among the four 
programs? (2) To what extent were the different kinds of grants made to the 
same types of schools or school districts and how were they used to provide . 
the same services? (3) What is known about the effectiveness of thee 
programs? and (4) How can these programs be better coordinated and do 
opportunities exist for program consolidation and cost savings? Results 
include the following: (1) the four federal programs served similar grantees 

and funded similar services, but individual schools typically did not receive 
funding from more than one program; (2) the effectiveness of bilingual 
programs on a national level is unknown; and (3) consolidation of these 
programs offers little federal cost savings but may improve efficiency. 
Overall/ it would be possible for a single federal program to address all 
these needs so long as it had adequate flexibility. Several data-rich tables 
and figures are provided. (KFT) 
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Accountability * Integrity * Reliability 



United States General Accounting Office 
Washington, DC 20548 



May 14, 2001 

The Honorable George V. Voinovich 
Chairman, Senate Subcommittee on Oversight of 
Government Management, Restructuring 
and the District of Columbia 
Committee on Governmental Affairs 
United States Senate 

Dear Mr. Chairman: 

In fiscal year 2000, the federal government used $163 million to fund four 
bilingual education programs — Program Development and Implementation 
Grants, Program Enhancement Projects, Comprehensive School Grants, 
and Systemwide Improvement Grants — that award grants to school 
districts to serve children with limited English proficiency. Past GAO work 
has highlighted some similarities among the four bilingual education 
programs. 1 It has also shown that if such programs are designed to achieve 
similar outcomes for the same target group and are not well coordinated, 
the potential exists for ineffective service delivery and administrative 
inefficiencies. 

To better understand whether each of these programs plays a unique role 
in assisting children with limited English proficiency, you asked us to 
determine (1) how similar the performance goals and measures, eligibility 
criteria, and allowable services are among the four bilingual education 
programs; (2) the extent to which the different kinds of grants were made 
to the same types of schools or school districts and were used to provide 
the same services; (3) what is known about these programs’ effectiveness; 
and (4) if these programs can be better coordinated or if opportunities 
exist for program consolidation and cost savings. 

To assess the similarities in the performance goals and measures, 
eligibility criteria, and services among the four bilingual education 
programs, we reviewed relevant legislation, regulations, and agency 
documents and interviewed Department of Education (Education) 
officials. To establish the extent to which grantees receive funding from 



1 Early Education and Care: Overlap Indicates Need to Assess Crosscutting Programs 
(GAO/HEHS-OO-78, Apr. 28, 2000). 
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Results in Brief 
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more than one of the bilingual education programs and what services 
grantees actually provide, we reviewed a random sample of the files of 
grantees identified as having received funding from more than one of the 
four programs in fiscal year 2000. 2 To understand what is known about the 
programs’ effectiveness, we reviewed evaluation literature and 
interviewed federal staff about the existence of national evaluations of the 
four bilingual education programs. To explore if opportunities exist for 
better coordination or program consolidation and cost savings, we 
interviewed federal program staff about such opportunities and spoke 
with some grantees who received funding from multiple programs. We 
conducted our work from October 2000 to April 2001 in accordance with 
generally accepted government auditing standards. 



All four federal bilingual education programs share the same performance 
goals and measures, use similar eligibility criteria, and allow for similar 
uses of program funds. Though their legislative purposes vary, the overall 
goal of these four programs is to help children with limited English 
proficiency learn English and meet high academic standards. Local 
education agencies (LEAs), typically school districts, are eligible to apply 
for funding under the four bilingual education programs; however, only 
LEAs with high concentrations of students with limited English 
proficiency are eligible to apply for grants from the Comprehensive School 
Grant and Systemwide Improvement Grant programs. Funds from the four 
programs can be used to provide services in three broad categories: 
instructional services and materials, professional staff development for 
teachers and teacher’s aides, and family education programs. 

In fiscal year 2000, the four bilingual education programs made grants to 
school districts that shared some characteristics and provided similar 
services; however, individual schools typically did not receive funding 
from more than one program. Our review of grantee files indicated that the 
majority of students served by the four bilingual education programs 
attended elementary schools and spoke Spanish. Although over 50 percent 
of grants went to school districts in states with historically high 
concentrations of students with limited English proficiency, Education has 
begun to award an increasing number of grants to school districts in states 



2 We reviewed files of approximately 20 percent of the 386 grantees receiving funding from 
more than one of the four bilingual education programs. This representative sample 
consisted of grantees receiving funding in fiscal year 2000, regardless of when the grant 
was awarded. 
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that until recently had small numbers of such students. The services 
provided with program funds are similar, but are tailored by school 
districts and schools to meet local needs. 

The effectiveness of the four bilingual education programs on a national 
level is not known. The authorizing legislation requires the use of local 
evaluations to assess students’ progress in meeting state standards. These 
local evaluations provide important information on the academic 
achievement of students receiving services from one of the four bilingual 
education programs compared to their English-proficient counterparts. 
While the legislation is explicit about the student outcomes to be 
measured, local programs choose the assessment test to measure the 
outcomes. The variation in local assessment tests complicates the task of 
providing a national picture of program effectiveness. Furthermore, many 
grantees have their own definitions and measures of key terms such as 
school retention. One study prepared for Education found that it was 
difficult to aggregate data across programs for these and other reasons, 
including the variability in the amount and quality of data reported by 
school districts. Even if Education were able to obtain uniform 
information about local projects, it faces challenges in trying to isolate the 
funding effects of the four bilingual education programs from the funding 
effects of other programs that support students with limited English 
proficiency. 

Because all four bilingual education programs share the same goals, target 
the same types of children, and provide similar services, these programs 
lend themselves to consolidation. Education officials acknowledge that 
opportunities for consolidation exist and have already taken some steps to 
reduce overlap among the four programs. However, cost savings from 
consolidation would likely be small for two reasons. First, if the four 
programs continue to receive a single appropriation, which gives 
Education the authority to decide which programs to fund at what level, 
eliminating one or more programs would not necessarily eliminate the 
dollars associated with them. Second, the same 28 staff members who 
administer these programs also administer other Education programs and, 
therefore, eliminating one or more of the bilingual education programs is 
unlikely to reduce the staff. However, there may be advantages to 
consolidation, such as allowing more time for staff to perform other 
important activities like conducting site visits. Consolidation may also 
benefit grantees directly by reducing the administrative burden associated 
with redundant federal programs. For these reasons, the Congress may 
wish to consider consolidating the four bilingual education programs into 
one program. 
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Background 



Over the last 2 decades, the number of school-aged children with limited 
English proficiency in the nation has grown dramatically, increasing from 
less than 1 million in 1980 to more than 3.5 million in 1998. Despite small 
rates of growth in the total enrollment of all K-12 children, the enrollment 
of school-aged children with limited English proficiency across the United 
States grew exponentially between school years 1989-90 and 1997-98 (see 
fig. 1). While California, Florida, New York, and Texas continue to have 
the largest number of children with limited English proficiency (see fig. 2), 
other states that previously had small populations of such children have 
experienced large increases in recent years. For example, in Alabama, 
Idaho, Nebraska, Nevada, North Carolina, and Tennessee, the number of 
children with limited English proficiency more than doubled between 
school years 1992-93 and 1997-98 (see fig. 3). 
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Figure 1: Percent Growth In School Enrollment of Students With Limited English 
Proficiency Compared to All Students In the United States, 1990-98 (Relative to 
School Year 1989-90) 
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Source: Department of Education and 1997-98 data from the National Clearinghouse for Bilingual 
Education. 
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Figure 2: Concentration of Students With Limited English Proficiency in the United States, School Year 1997-98 
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Source: Data from the National Clearinghouse for Bilingual Education, 1997-98. 
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Figure 3: Number of Students With Limited English Proficiency Enrolled In 
Between School Years 1 992-93 and 1 997-98 
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Source: Data from the National Clearinghouse for Bilingual Education. 
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